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Abstract 
Communication in public space in Romania reached new dimensions in 2012, as at the beginning of the year, Romanians 
understood the importance and influence of the civil disobedience. Although the country faced numerous social, economic and 
political problems, Romanians adopted a passive attitude towards them and accepted the decisions of the political class without 
contesting, even though the measures were against their interests. Romania, the country of no protests, as it was known by its 
own people and by the international press, turns in 2012 in a country of resentment and violent protests. Our paper aims to 
decipher the phenomena of communication in public space in Romania using the method of communication lifecycle, as it was 
developed by David Michaelson and Toni L. Griffin. More precise, our study includes the analysis of the messages that regard 
the communication in public space, by interpreting the content of the themes and the actors that had visibility. Through this 
method we intend to analyse the content of the message in order to measure the efficiency of communication in public space. 
This analysis has its raw data from monitoring the most circulated newspapers in Romania, focusing on the content of the 
communication in order to find out which are the themes that dominate the public space and the actors present in the public 
discourse. Also, we compare the political and social discourse in order to establish connections between the two in regard to the 
matter of protests.   
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1. General overview 
This paper aims to analyse the public space in Romania by reporting on the January-February period of 2012, 
during the ample civil protest manifestations. Our research intents to synthesize the main themes communicated in 
the public space, the involvement of actors in the communication process and their impact on the efficiency and 
symbolism of the messages. Although Romanian society had accustomed us in previous years to a lack of reaction, a 
certain quiet acceptance of political decisions and civic obedience, at the beginning of 2012 it rejected all labels and 
stereotypes usually attributed to Romanians. The starting point of these protests was the dismissal of Doctor Raed 
Arafat from the leadership of the Health Ministry as well as the controversy surrounding the reform of the healthcare 
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system, although these were merely the beginning of an entire wave of protests caused by accumulated social 
discontent.  
As a theoretical basis, our analysis is built around the concept of public space as it was developed by 
Dacheux, as a space of public mediation between civil society and the state, a space favouring contradictory debates 
and leading to the shaping of public opinion, as Dacheux has shown . Although these 
were street protests, we are talking about the way in which they were reflected in the media, discussing, from this 
point of view, about the Romanian public space in general as well as the Romanian media public space in particular.    
The applied method is the communication lifecycle developed by David Michaelson and Toni L. Griffin, the 
authors who proposed a new content analysis model in public relations through which the content of messages can 
be investigated with a view to the objectives of communication (Michaelson & Griffin, 2005, p. 7). During data 
gathering we recorded all topical articles containing messages during the period of the protests, analysed based on 
thematic function and communicating actors while taking into consideration the elements indicating communication 
efficiency, as established by Michaelson and Griffin (Michaelson & Griffin, 2005, p. 8). The raw data was obtained 
by monitoring three dailies: ,  and  for the entire duration of the 
protests from the beginning of 2012 in Romania. The three newspapers were chosen because during the surveyed 
period they had the highest rating among quality newspapers.  
The testing hypothesis is that the more dominated the public space is by the political and institutional 
communication messages, the more civil society will loose in visibility and the more it will grow passive in taking a 
stance. In that sense, in order to obtain a complete picture of what communication in the Romanian public media 
space is, we analysed all of the messages sent by political actors, journalists and opinion leaders that were connected 
to the topics debated by the communicating actors in the public space. The results were interpreted in order to verify 
the connection between communication in the Romanian media public space and the political sphere, as well as to 
evaluate the efficiency of this type of communication. Therefore, from a thematic perspective, we are exposed to a 
variety of sent messages, such as: pay cuts, lay-offs, the medical system, pension benefits, the economic crisis, the 
political class and Romanian society. The survey of the three newspapers highlighted a series of similarities and 
differences with regards to reporting on the protests. In terms of similarities we can say that all three newspapers 
reserved full pages and stories on the events taking place taking place in the beginning of 2012, even though there 
are differences in attitudes and the way the events were presented. For example,  to 
minimize the extent and the demands of protesters, while  embellished these actions even after 
they had ended. If we keep in mind that the press is primarily of opinion rather than information, we can easily 
understand the differences in presenting the protests, since the editorial policy of  is known as 
supporting President  and the party in power, whereas  is part of what could be 
called the opposition. We can find a more reserved attitude in the  newspaper. We must note that 
 continued reports regarding the protests throughout February, while the other two's coverage 
was limited to January, with articles stopping with the resignation of Prime Minister Boc. Therefore, references 
relating to the protests in  took up 51.35% of the complete content, whereas the other two dailies 
have relatively equal percentages:  23.16%, and  25.48%. These obvious differences 
will reverberate in the analysis of the actors' visibility during this period, who interacted diffrently both in terms of 
the individual newspapers as well as in terms of the themes present within the protests. From this point of view, our 
analysis was conducted on three levels: the involvement of the actors, their connection to the themes and the 
importance of the selected themes generaly throughout the protests from a quantitative as well as a qualitative point 
of view.  
 
2. Analytic methodology 
 
Our research was based on the content analysis method used in the area of communication and public relations 
and developed by David Michaelson and Toni L. Griffin in 2005, which allows for investigating the content of 
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messages while keeping in mind the purposes of communication - which they call the communication lifecycle 
(Michaelson & Griffin, 2005, p. 7). Essentially, the messages emerging during data gathering were introduced in 
categories depending on theme and communicating actors and afterwards they were analysed with regards to the 
content of the message, its form and the actors' attitude. Also, we took into consideration the elements aimed at 
sufficient knowledge and understanding about the issue, and the capacity to create a level of interest in the 
2005, p. 8). Since our analysis is based on raw data from monitoring the written press, awareness of the issue was 
taken to mean the multiplication of the messages through several sources. The capacity to build sufficient 
knowledge and understanding about the issue was verified based on the quantity and quality of the information 
belonging in the public space. Also, the capacity to create a level of interest in the preference of the issue or at least 
recognition of its relevance to the message recipient was verified both through encoding in several newspapers and 
observing whether actors in other spaces outside public space communicated on the same theme, intervening with 
messages in the debate.  
 
3.  Data analysis 
 
Our research has highlighted five categories of actors who dominated the public space during the protests: the 
protesters themselves, government representatives, opposition leaders, journalists and opinion leaders. All the 
categories were active during the entire period we monitored, with varying degrees of visibility. The protesters, the 
main actors of these actions, obtained distinct percentages within the three newspapers, in terms of visibility. 
, for example, was on the first place in terms of their actions with 48.87%, with an equal number 
of references to the total of references in the other two newspapers. The interventions of protesters in  
occupied 27.27%, and in  15.15%. With regards to attitude, in all three newspapers we observed 
a primarily negative attitude towards the debated themes.  
The two other categories of actors, government and opposition representatives, registered the smallest 
percentages in the hierarchy of actors within the three dailies, which can be explained by the blame placed on the 
entire political class by protesters. Nevertheless there were attempts to attract the participants to the opposition, as 
well as justifications from the government. Those in power had the lowest percentages in the three dailies: 8.33% in 
 and 7.51 in , while the preponderance increased in  to 13.63% 
overcoming the percentage of the opposition of 7.57%. In  the percentages obtained by the opposition 
reach half the numbers of those in power who have a positive attitude, which justifies the adequacy and necessity of 
the measures adopted and the debated themes. The journalists obtained the most balanced percentages within the 
three newspapers, around 20%, with a mainly negative attitude, although there were interventions during which the 
journalists criticized the actions of the protesters even reaching the point of satirizing them. In  
We are the country with the highest number of discontented people per capita, but 
we also have the most sufferers of will paralysis: although we're dying for want of reform, we would never lift a 
 , 16.01, 
p. 14). Opinion leaders are an interesting category which includes annalists, policy experts, NGO representatives, 
known psychologists, scholars, businessmen and actors who expressed their attitude towards the events of the 
beginning of 2012. This segment registered the highest preponderance in two of the three newspapers: 40% in 
, 30.30% in  and in the last position  with only 7.51%, equal with 
government representatives.  
The second component of our analysis traced the connections that exist between the visible actors and the themes 
present during the protests. The importance of messages was different for each category of actors, and this 
highlights the importance and efficiency of communication in the public space. The protesters, one of the most 
active categories, aimed most of the messages at the entire political class, not only at the government. Thus, as 
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shown in figure 1, the most visible theme was that of political actors, with a total of 40.38%, followed by the 
Romanian society with a total visibility of 22.89%. The theme is extremely interesting if we keep in mind the 
content of the messages since we are faced with a major change in discourse and attitude. If until now protests in 
Romania were seen as peaceful and low impact marches, we are now faced with a true revolt, with taking firm 
positions and a decisiveness that was not characteristic to Romanian society. Thus, the messages about Romanian 
society come to strengthen the determination of people to protest, claiming that they are committed to defending 
their country, as well as to blame the passivity and inactivity of Romanians. We are doubtlessly talking about a 
profound reaction of society and a condemnation of the way in which Romanians have tended to endure the the 
problems they face.  
In , the newspaper that constantly had pages dedicated exclusively to protesters, we find one 
, 19.01, p. 14 plaza for my rights as a 
(
, 15.02, pp.12- 13). 
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Figure 1 Themes communicated in Mass Media in January-February 2012  
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At the other end is the political class, the government as well as the opposition, both categories being blamed by 
the protesters. For this reason, we will interpret the data for the two actors together, precisely in order to highlight 
the differences between them. In terms of themes, the two categories had different reactions towards the protesters. 
At the beginning of the events the government representatives condemned the protests using quite unfortunate 
language, such as the inept and violent slum by foreign affairs minister Theodor Baconschi. Nevertheless, towards 
the end of January we saw a change in tone, when the politicians recognized the merit of the protests which 
culminated with the fall of the Boc government and the appointment of Mihai- to the position of 
prime minister. Conversely, the opposition attempted to support the protesters in the attempt to bring them to their 
side, although the chants from the University Plaza were addressed to the entire political class. The oppositions 
profiteered from these events and made vehement statements against the government (46.15%).  
The other two categories of actors, journalists and opinion leaders, who were quite active throughout the period, 
had more nuanced attitudes towards the protests. If in the case of journalists there are clearly delineated pro and 
against tendencies, opinion leaders had general formulations regarding the unfolding events. The most visible 
themes were the Romanian society with around 35% and the political class with 50% for each particular category, a 
polarity that highlights the close connection existing between the ways in which society manifests itself and the way 
in which the politicians govern. The other themes did not register significant percentages and did not garner strong 
reactions, since they were seen as tangential.  
By centralizing the data gathered during the protests from the three newspapers, we conclude that the main 
messages were aimed at the political class and Romanian society. In terms of attitude we found a negative tendency 
of blaming the political class in its entirety as well as the entire society due to its civic inactivity and the social 
lethargy characterizing it in recent years. Pay cuts and layoffs took 10% and 7.30% of the public agenda, a fact 
justified by the large number of people affected by these measures. The healthcare system was covered extensively 
by the media at the beginning of the events but it was later abandoned and the themes of pensions and the economic 
crisis registered the lowest percentages due to being referred to only by certain categories of actors. 
With regards to the efficiency of communication in the Romanian public space through the communication 
lifecycle approach, we must underline the fact that in the great majority of cases there is an awareness of the issue, 
as the messages sent by protesters and opinion leaders in the public space and repeated in the media public space 
were transmitted by all three surveyed newspapers. The high level of awareness can be easily explained if we keep 
in mind the unusual spread of the protests, the great number of protesters in the whole country and the force with 
which they expressed their dissatisfactions. Moreover, the theme was also of great interest because of the number of 
violent manifestations taking place during the events and of the conflicts with law enforcement. 
The use of the communication lifecycle approach has evidenced a particularly interesting aspect of the capacity 
to build sufficient knowledge and understanding about the issue. That is, if the studies we pursued in 2011 indicated 
that the messages sent by actors in the public space were fewer than those sent by politicians and state institutions, 
now we are faced with a communication reversal, in the sense that the voice of protesters is far more visible, there 
are more messages and they dominate the communication space. The significant higher number of messages in the 
public space implies a discourse powerfull in visibility and notoriety. In terms of communication's efficiency of 
creating a level of interest in the public space for the communicated issue, or at least the level of recognition of its 
relevance of the message recipient can be partially confirmed seeing as protestants do not generate or impose new 
themes in the public space. Another very important aspect is the fact that there is one constant characteristic of 
communication in the media public space in Romania on Romanian society: the multitude of negative messages 
regarding it. The protests in 2012 emphasized this dimension both due to the violences taking place as well as by 
protesters blaming those that did not join them.   
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4. Conclusions 
 Our research has highlighted a surprising phenomenon of the public space in Romania. If until now our studies had 
shown that communication in the public space was reactive, and society was dominated by civic passivity, we are 
now observing an explosion of visibility in the public space. The protests that took place in the beginning of 2012 
are atypical for Romania and have therefore generated a series of atypical reactions. Firstly, civil society made its 
presence felt twenty-three years after the fall of communism, reacting and expressing dissatisfaction towards the 
political class. Romania, the country of no protests as it was known in the country as well as in the international 
press, became a platform for public manifestations of resentment and civil disobedience. The number of actors 
belonging to the public space increased substantially without succeeding in imposing new themes, since in fact they 
return to old social, political and economic problems. Secondly, another new element is the fact that, unlike in 2011, 
the political class was far less visible, which applies to both the opposition and those in power. While the protests 
were ramping up, those in power did not manage to send the appropriate justification messages and instead, without 
imposing new themes, often criticised the protesters and expanded the criticism to the entire society. In that sense, 
another aspect highlighted by our study is the importance of the theme of the Romanian society during the protests 
and the attitude of the actors towards it. Actually, the messages of the theme of Romanian society are what ensured a 
high level of awareness and gave birth to most debates. From a qualitative point of view, Romanian society is 
represented primarily in a negative fashion, with a series of negative articles regarding the protesters and Romanian 
society in general.  
With all this in mind we argue that our hypothesis was partially verified. The protests were amplified and 
allowed civil society to make its presence felt, given the condition that the messages sent by political and 
institutional actors were limited, and there was a true autonomy of actors in the public space as they retrieved the 
themes imposed by politicians and were unable to generate or impose new themes.    
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